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  e Mediterranean has long been a space of interaction between cultures 
which shaped and reshaped their identities and traditions. How these often 
competing communities questioned, structured and performed their own 
beliefs and religious practices by shaping their orthodoxies and disclosing 
heresies commends a persistent and multifaceted interdisciplinary rese-
arch.  e present volume gathers eleven selected papers from the fi elds 
of Late Antique, Byzantine, Ottoman, Western Medieval, Caucasus, and 
Jewish studies on themes that refl ect on and address the complex formation 
and development of cultural, intellectual and religious identities in the 
Mediterranean.
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Mihail Mitrea
The Mediterranean has long been a space of interaction between cultures which 
shaped and reshaped their identities and traditions. As Adnan A. Husain aptly 
observed: “what renders the Mediterranean zone unique might be [the] longue 
durée of inter-religious contact, interchange, and even competition among the 
universal claims about history and confessional identity experienced consequently 
by Muslims, Christians, and Jews during formative periods of their – far from 
static – late antique to early modern traditions.” 1  How these competing com-
munities questioned, structured and performed their own beliefs and religious 
practices by shaping their orthodoxies and disclosing heresies commends a 
persistent and multifaceted interdisciplinary research. 
The present volume gathers selected papers from the 3rd CEMS Interna-
tional Graduate Conference, “Tradition and Transformation: Dissent and Con-
sent in the Mediterranean,” held under the auspices of the Center for Eastern 
Mediterranean Studies (CEMS) and the Department of Medieval Studies at 
the Central European University, Budapest, between May 30 and June 1, 2013. 2  
The conference was made possible through the generous support of CEMS, the 
Center for Religious Studies, and the Henrik Birnbaum Memorial Scholarship 
Fund. The conference invited graduate students and researchers to present 
their research on themes that reflected and addressed the complex formation 
and development of cultural, intellectual and religious identities in the Medi-
terranean. It thus brought together around thirty graduate and post-graduate 
1   Adnan A. Husain, “Introduction: Approaching Islam and the Religious Cultures of 
Medieval and Early Modern Mediterranean,” in A Faithful Sea: The Religious Cul-
tures of the Mediterranean, 1200 – 1700, ed. Adnan Husain and Katherine E. Fleming 
 (Oxford: Oneworld, 2007), 1 – 23, at 6. On the Mediterranean, see Fernand Braudel’s 
magisterial work, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World during the Age of 
Philip II, trans. from French by Siân Reynolds (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1995); Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, The Corrupting Sea: A Study 
of the Mediterranean History (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000); William V. Harris, ed., 
Rethinking the Mediterranean (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
2   For further details, see the conference website https://cems.ceu.edu/cems-gradu-
ate-conference-2013, accessed May 17, 2016.
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students of Late Antique, Byzantine, Ottoman, Western Medieval, Caucasus, 
and Jewish studies, with expertise in different fields such as history, philosophy, 
religion, art history, and archaeology, from more than twenty different univer-
sities across Europe and the United States, three keynote speakers (Professors 
Albrecht Berger, Rubina Raja, and Philip Wood), as well as respondents from 
the Austrian Academy of Sciences (Dr. Mihailo St. Popović and Dr. Johannes 
Preiser-Kapeller). The interdisciplinary milieu fostered by the conference en-
couraged participants to explore a broad spectrum of aspects regarding the 
dynamics of appropriation, transformation, and development of cultural and 
religious traditions that informed the spiritual and intellectual struggles and 
changes in the Mediterranean from Late Antiquity to the early modern period. 
The eleven papers which make up this volume reflect the diversity of sub-
jects that were explored in connection with the overarching theme of the 
conference. In his three-fold structured essay which opens up the volume, 
Nicholas Ellis examines how cosmology and biblical interpretation provide 
a nexus point for tradition and transformation across Jewish literature from 
early antiquity. He investigates various instantiations of antique thought on 
the source of evil and the diverse roles and responsibilities within the cosmic 
drama of divine probation. He analyzes the Book of Jubilees that externalizes 
divine agency into cosmic forces, the Book of Sirach that internalizes divine 
agency into an anthropological origin, and finally, the rabbinic literature that 
reifies cosmic evil into anthropomorphic structures while retaining a place 
for external cosmic agents. Ellis highlights the diversity of the perspectives 
on theological cosmology and anthropology, as well as the continuity within 
these sources especially with regards to their theological and exegetical impuls-
es, and concludes that the “dialectic between theological cosmology and biblical 
hermeneutic shows a diachronic longevity, even as it undergoes transformation in 
accordance with the developing instantiations of Jewish thought.”
In the second paper of the volume, Máté Veres investigates the use of com-
mon concepts by Emperor Julian the Apostate in his polemical work Contra 
Galilaeos, and argues that it constitutes evidence for a general argumentative 
strategy of Platonist anti-Christian discourse. Following a concise description of 
the Stoic theory of common concepts and their Platonist appropriation, Veres 
analyzes Julian’s account of the naturally arising concept of god, underlining its 
Stoic and Platonist resonances. Furthermore, he explores possible reasons for 
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Julian’s usage of the theory of common concepts in the context of a theological 
debate, and finally situates this claim in Julian’s overall position emphasizing 
its wider relevance for anti-Christian polemics.
The third contribution brings forward the so-called Mithraic tondo from 
Salona, a circular votive marble relief depicting the scene of tauroctony, en-
circled with a sequence of aquatic animals. Nirvana Silnović points out that, 
although subject to much scholarly investigation and debate, the relief has 
not been placed and interpreted into the wider social and cultural context of 
the Graeco-Roman world. After a formal description of the relief and a short 
discussion of its typology, Silnović provides a detailed review of previous 
interpretations and hypotheses, dismissing the association of its aquatic ico-
nography with the symbolism of the seven-grade structure of initiation. Instead, 
she underlines the idea of a Mithraic “bricolage” and the “multivocality” of the 
Mithraic symbols that can speak different cultures simultaneously, and that 
these alternative Mithraisms offer the key to decipher the symbolism of aquatic 
animals. She further highlights the interdependence of water and cosmogony 
in Mithraism, and argues that the sequence of aquatic animals on the tondo 
was deliberately chosen to enhance the apotropaic powers of the tauroctony, 
and to express the idea of the never-ceasing process of (re)creation. Silnović 
concludes her essay contending that the eclectic iconography of the Salonitan 
tondo “points to the refined late antique culture in which one can trace overlap-
pings of different discourses regardless of religious boundaries.” As her case in point 
suggests, Mithraists blended “various traditions in their own religious identity, 
witnessing intellectual and spiritual cross-currents of the time.”
Hajnalka Tamás proposes in her essay a literary, theological and audi-
ence-oriented analysis of two late antique Pannonian passiones, the Passio 
 Quirini Sisciani (BHL 7035 – 8) and the Passio Irenaei episcopi Sirmiensis (BHL 
4466), and examines how hagiographical discourse contributed to the con-
struction and appropriation of episcopal authority by local communities in 
late antique Pannonia. Tamás first places the passiones in the context of their 
production when the Christian communities of late fourth – early fifth century 
Pannonia faced internal, doctrinal and ecclesiastical dissensions. Further, she 
emphasizes that the passiones were written not only to promote the cult of the 
martyr-bishops, but also to educate the local Christian communities of Savaria 
and Sirmium respectively, and to (trans)form their Christian identity at various 
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levels. After briefly presenting the content of the passiones, Tamás analyzes three 
common themes: first, the rejection of secular authority (i.e., refusal to sacrifice 
to the gods), which she attributes “to the emerging competition between an incip-
ient, yet effervescent episcopal authority and secular authority,” second, the sacri-
ficial perception of martyrdom which can and should be set in relation to the 
office of the Christian sacerdos, and third, the representativeness and solidarity 
of the bishop with the Christian community that, from an audience-oriented 
perspective, “ought to follow the bishop completely and unresentfully.”
In her exploration of Jerome’s epistolary correspondence, Jessica van ‘t 
Westeinde shows how the Christian “theological education” (e.g., insights 
into the perfection of the ascetic life, exegesis, and doctrine) Jerome offered in 
his letters to lay people enabled the latter, both men and women (members of 
the Roman aristocracy), to actively engage in ecclesial and doctrinal debates, 
formulate authoritative arguments, express dissent and challenge ecclesial (in-
stitutional) authorities. In the first section, van ‘t Westeinde illustrates the 
broader socio-political, cultural and ecclesiastical context of the last two decades 
of the fourth century and the beginning of the fifth, stressing that Jerome’s 
“students” belonged to the highly educated Christian aristocracy, conscious of 
its social status and with a sense of (collective) identity and belonging, aspects 
which might constitute contributing factors to (public) expressions of dissent 
towards authorities and might explain their active engagement in doctrinal de-
bates. Next, she examines several conflicts between ascetic and institutional au-
thorities with direct involvement of Jerome and of his “students,” highlighting 
key factors such as the quest to redefine identity, the forming of communities, 
and the defining of ecclesial authority. Van ‘t Westeinde offers two concrete 
examples as an illustration: the first is Pammachius and his active role in the 
Origenist controversy, and the second, with which the author concludes her 
article, is Marcella, where she briefly explores two letters sent by Jerome to 
Marcella with doctrinal instructions and arguments against Montanism and 
Novatianism.
Maël Goarzin investigates late antique biographical discourse and ex-
plores the reasons of its popularity among late antique Christian and pagan 
authors. He examines three biographical works stemming from Christian and 
Neoplatonic contexts, namely Gregory of Nyssa’s vitae of Moses and Gregory 
Thaumaturgus, and Marinus’ vita of Proclus, whose foremost aim was to present 
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an ideal, but, as Goarzin stresses, nonetheless practical way of life which the 
reader could emulate. He underlines that late antique authors demonstrate a 
strong interest for biographical discourse due to the fact that it presents very 
concretely the practical application of an ideal way of life, and argues that “this 
practical example of the ideal way of life is precisely how biographical discourse 
achieves its aim and why both authors used this type of discourse.” Goarzin also 
discusses the theoretical background of the ideal way of life present in the 
texts under scrutiny – the idea of human perfection in Nyssa’s vitae, and the 
Neoplatonic doctrine on the different degrees of virtue in Marinus’ vita – for 
which the authors provided concrete and practical examples: Moses, Gregory 
Thaumaturgus, and Proclus.
The ecclesiastic schism that occurred between the Armenians and Geor-
gians in the early seventh century was retained in radically different ways in 
the cultural memory of this two people. While the Armenians were keen to 
preserve, disseminate and rhetorically embellish the ‘apostasy’ of the Chalcedo-
nian Georgians, Georgian intellectuals did not allocate a place of comparable 
weight to the schism in their identity rhetoric. In his contribution, Nikoloz 
Aleksidze demonstrates that such a radical rift in the memory practices of 
the two people was also reflected in oral narratives that have been recorded in 
medieval Georgian and Armenian writing. The account narrates the story of 
a certain bishop Peter who was stoned by the Georgians near Mount Kangar 
for his non-Chalcedonian stand. While the Armenian bishop Uxtanēs, who 
had discovered this Georgian story, argued that the victim must have been 
the Armenian bishop Peter, who was attempting to negotiate between the 
two parties during the schism, the Georgian tradition claimed that the mur-
dered bishop was Peter the Fuller, the fifth-century Patriarch of Antioch. As 
Aleksidze shows, it is most likely, however, that the story as recorded in the 
Georgian tradition had originally nothing to do with the schism, but was an 
echo of a series of dramatic events that unfolded in fifth-century Iberia, during 
the reign of King Vaxtang Gorgasal – a period that the medieval Georgian tra-
dition retained as transformative. The Armenian tradition, on the other hand, 
incorporated the story into the schism narrative and into its own perception 
of the transformative era of the history of Caucasus, which was the period of 
the ecclesiastic schism. 
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The next two papers are dedicated to Byzantine literature and bring forward 
two Byzantine literati: Nikephoros Blemmydes (1197 – ca. 1269) and Andrew 
Libadenos (d. after 1361) respectively. Thus, Jonas Christensen examines Ni-
kephoros Blemmydes’ autobiographical Diēgēsis Merikē (A Partial Account) and 
presents a structural interpretation and close analysis of three events described 
in the text that have not been previously closely scrutinized. The Diēgēsis 
Merikē consists of two parts that were written one year apart and overlap both 
in chronology and content. Originally a stand-alone document envisaged 
by Blemmydes as a supplement and emendation of the first part, the second 
(Diēgēsis Merikē II) encloses new material that elaborates on events presented 
in the first and supplements the narrative structure. First,  Christensen places 
the Diēgēsis Merikē in context, underlining its characteristics as a monastic 
foundation document and discussing its intended audience and circulation. 
Further, he analyzes the intricate relationship between the two parts of the 
work, showing that the second not only fills in gaps, but also introduces 
parallel narrative patterns. Christensen highlights the elevated style and 
the different and often contradicting political, spiritual, philosophical and 
theological levels and themes of Blemmydes’ autobiographical account. He 
also points out that the Diēgēsis Merikē entailed not only the immediate and 
overtly monastic audience at his foundation at Emathia (in Ephesus), but also 
most likely the Laskarid and Constantinopolitan elites. To further illustrate 
the different narrative interests and motives imbued in the second part of the 
Diēgēsis Merikē, Christensen analyzes three events that describe the deaths of 
Blemmydes’ parents and of Emperor Theodore II Laskaris. As Christensen 
argues, Blemmydes carefully selected and exploited these episodes as struc-
tural waypoints in order to self-represent, within an implied hagiographical 
framework, as an ascetic figure renouncing family bonds, material possessions, 
and worldly honors.
Autobiographical elements also permeate Andrew Libadenos’ Periēgēsis, the 
subject of Annika Asp-Talwar’s scrutiny. At the crossroads of different literary 
genres, the Periēgēsis escapes easy classification as it combines elements of an 
embassy report, travel memoir, hagiography, and autobiography. Asp-Talwar 
assesses the structure and content of Libadenos’ Periēgēsis and investigates the 
reasons behind its composition. First, she traces Libadenos’ life and career as 
presented in his Periēgēsis and underlines the religious undertones of his nar-
˙18˙
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rative, where Libadenos insists on the numerous misfortunes he encountered 
and the divine succor he enjoyed throughout his life. She further examines the 
projections of religious notions on the depictions of geographical locations in 
Libadenos’ travel narrative. Finally, Asp-Talwar analyzes how religious notions 
intertwine with politics, and argues that the religious references employed in 
the Periēgēsis frame Libadenos’ narrative as an apology for his involvement in 
a rebellion against the emperor, as well as enhance the autobiographical aspect 
of the text.
Christian Hoffarth’s contribution explores the connection of biblical exe-
gesis and the formation of religious dissent and renewal in the Western Mediter-
ranean around 1300. He argues that a controversial re-interpretation of the early 
Christian community of goods as depicted in the Acts of the Apostles emerged 
during the later Middle Ages. After centuries in which the biblical ideal of 
propertylessness had been understood as valid for cenobites only, it was now 
increasingly grasped as an ideal for all Christianity.  Hoffarth traces the origin 
of this unorthodox exegesis to the works of Franciscan theologian Peter of John 
Olivi (1247/48 – 1298) and especially to his Lectura super Actus Apostolorum. To 
harmonize the Franciscan way of life with that of the first Christians, Olivi 
interpreted the primitive Church as an egalitarian community free from any 
individual and collective property rights or claims. This interpretation starkly 
contradicted the orthodox exegesis established by Bede, as well as the view of 
Olivi’s teacher Bonaventure. Not only did it constitute an attack against the 
propertied Church as a whole – for a good reason provoking the opposition of 
Pope John XXII – it also questioned a social order based on differences of prop-
erty in general. Comparing inquisitor Bernard Gui’s (1261/62 – 1331) account 
of the Mediterranean ‘sect’ of Beguins to  Olivi’s image of early Christianity, 
Hoffarth finds compelling resemblances between details of Olivi’s exegesis 
and the dissidents’ Weltanschauung, thereby demonstrating how the alleged-
ly hermetic genre of scholastic exegesis could become a formative factor of 
heterodoxies. Moreover, in terms of the history of ideas, Hoffarth argues, the 
exegetical rewriting of ecclesia primitiva in the thirteenth century constituted 
an important step toward a possible ideal of modern Christian socialism.
The last contribution in the volume constitutes a revised and augmented 
paper Mihailo St. Popović presented at the International Symposium “Be-
fore and After the Fall of Constantinople,” Belgrade, 2012. Popović’s research 
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focus is twofold. Firstly, he analyzes the case of the Christian Serbian prin-
cess Olivera Lazarević and her marriage to the Ottoman Sultan Bayezid I by 
exploring Byzantine (e.g., Michael Doukas’ Historia turco-bizantina, and The 
Short Chronicles), Serbian, and Ottoman sources, and shedding light on the 
Ottoman marriage policy in the Balkans at the end of the fourteenth century. 
Secondly, he outlines the impact of Christian renegades on the early Ottoman 
administration and empire, offering an overview of previous scholarship and 
proposing new lines of inquiry for future research.
The editor and contributors hope that this volume will be a valuable con-
tribution to the interdisciplinary research on the interactions and exchanges 
that (re)shaped the late antique to early modern traditions and identities in 
the Mediterranean.  
